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Equipment :  
Wet & dry abrasive sandpaper of grits 80,720,180, 220,320, and 400, plus, if you intend to 
gild, grits  600, 800, 1000, and 1200.   
 
Cork sanding block. Cork is better than rubber, as the latter will leave black marks 
if accidently rubbed against the gesso, and wood is too hard.  
Dust mask.  
 
A house painting brush about 7.5 cm (3 inches) wide, for dusting down the board and 
unclogging the abrasive paper.  
 
A vacuum cleaner with a brush attachment. This is a safer way of removing sanding dust 
than brushing it into the air and your lungs.  
  
A soft clean cloth (like a cotton handkerchief) for a final rub down.  
 
Optional: a belt sander for sanding down the edges. 
 

Procedure 
 
1. Sand only when the panel is completely dry - normally two to three days after gesso 
application. 
 
2. Sand clean the edges of excess gesso. This is most easily done with a belt sander, but 
can otherwise be done with a sanding block and sandpaper, finishing with 220 grit paper or 
finer. 
3. Choose a place to sand where there is raking light, ideally with one main light source. This 
shows up anomalies and scratches.  
 
4. Sand the gesso surface with the abrasive paper, beginning with the lowest grit and 
working in order through the other grades to provide an absolutely smooth finish. About 
every minute brush or vacuum both the board and the sandpaper to unclog the scratches left 
by the higher grit papers. Don't be tempted to jump a grade, otherwise it is unlikely you will 
sand away the scratches made by the previous coarser paper. 
 

HINTS: given below that will help you do this sanding well: 

 
At each stage, after brushing dust off the panel and before progressing to the next grade of 
sandpaper, hold up the panel to the raking light to create shadows in any dips or scratches. 
This is the only way to see any imperfections.  
 
After 600 grit, dust also with a soft cloth to expose the finer scratches left by the higher grit 
papers.  
 
The first sanding done with 80,720 or 180 grade paper is a crucial stage, where you need to 
sand right down to the bottom of any grooves or dips left by the gesso brushing. lf you do not 
do this now, subsequent sanding will be of no avail because it will tend only to smooth the 
upper surface but not remove these crevices. Only when you have removed every trace of 
brush mark should you progress to the finer grits.  
 



Sanded areas appear somewhat whiter than unsanded, and so are relatively easy to notice 
in strong and raking light.  
 
Subsequent sanding with progressively finer grades should only serve to remove the 
scratches causes by the previous coarser grade of abrasive; it is an inefficient use of 
your time to use finer grits to remove any thickness of gesso. When done thoroughly, this 
first sanding takes more time than any of the subsequent sanding stages. 
 
Pay attention to the inner corners of the kovtcheg (if there is one). A good way of modelling 
these is to rip off a piece of coarse abrasive paper, fold it twice, and use the corner as a sort 
of rasp to carefully model these corners smooth. Then finish off with a wet cotton rag, folded 
two or three times and worked with the forefinger into the corner to dissolve and smooth the 
gesso.  
 
If you are not going to do any gilding then stop at 400 or 600 grit, as egg tempera does not 
grip so well to a very shiny surface. lf you are going to gild then go on to 600, 8OO, 1000 
and 1200 grit. A near perfect surface is particularly important if you are going to use water 
gilding and burnish the gold; every imperfection in the gesso will show up.  
 
Some practitioners use a cabinet scraper to smooth the surface. This tool, designed for 
woodworkers, is a rectangular piece of hardened steel with a slight bur on the edge, which 
when scraped at about 80" to the vertical removes very fine shavings. However, the scraper 
needs to be perfectly prepared otherwise you can find yourself cutting scratches into the 
gesso. 
 
After sanding with 1200 grit some people further polish the surface with a damp lint-free 
cloth. The usefulness of this seems to depend on the hardness of the gesso. lf the gesso is 
soft it can actually ruin a surface. 


